
The Behavior Analyst 1991, 14, 217-218 No. 2 (Fall)

A Response to Nonaversive Behavior Management
and "Default" Technologies

Cheryl M. Yates
University of Washington

In theory, and to some extent in prac-
tice, all forms of behavior management
can be arranged in order of (a) intrusive-
ness, and (b) effectiveness in maintaining
or supporting personal dignity. The high-
est (and most desirable) techniques in-
volve minimal intrusiveness and maxi-
mum dignity. In an ideal world, all
behavior change would be accomplished
with such techniques. This is because "in
the ideal world, treatment failures do not
occur. But in the actual world failures do
occur" (Iwata, 1988, p. 152). This gives
rise to use of "default" techniques-less
desirable strategies employed following
previous failure(s). Both advocates and
opponents of aversive behavior strate-
gies need to combine their efforts and
technology to develop more effective ap-
proaches. This includes development of
more humane forms of controversial
technologies because, "whether or not we
like it, default technologies will evolve
whenever there is failure" (Iwata, 1988,
p. 156).
Recent work with positive program-

ming, the preferred educational meth-
odology, shows increasing effectiveness.
Studies indicate its success in reducing
challenging behaviors through develop-
ment of communication skills (Durand
& Carr, 1987) and teaching adaptive be-
haviors (LaVigna & Donnellan, 1986).
Also, utilization ofnonintrusive and nat-
urally occurring reinforcers has "dem-
onstrated the efficacy ofusing contingent
access to play materials as a reinforcer
for academic work for children with au-
tism" (McEvoy & Brady, 1988, p. 16).
Additionally, McEvoy and Brady noted
that the children in their study engaged
in appropriate social play. It has even been
suggested that augmenting functional
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skills may prevent future problems
(LaVigna & Donnellan, 1986).

Despite these encouraging results, em-
pirical data do not yet support total elim-
ination ofless desirable strategies. "There
is too little information currently avail-
able to assert that positive approaches are
capable of solving all behavior prob-
lems" (Homer et al., 1990, p. 128). The
reason, as LaVigna and Donnellan (1986)
explained, is that "a strict positive pro-
gramming approach to a behavior prob-
lem may not result in a sufficiently rapid
reduction of that problem" (p. 36). Par-
ticularly in potentially dangerous situa-
tions, parents and courts may simply not
allow behavior to persist long enough for
positive techniques to be effective. "The
debate should be not on whether to limit
our use of the most severe forms of be-
havioral intervention, but on how that
limitation should occur" (Homer et al.,
1990, p. 130). Until research provides
more effective positive approaches (and
empirical evidence of their efficacy), less
desirable techniques will continue to be
used by default.
While we must continue to support

empirical validation of positive pro-
gramming approaches, it is also impor-
tant to continue studying the conditions
which give rise to their failure and
the consequent need for traditional, more
aversive methods. The value of refining
and improving existing default technol-
ogies cannot be ignored. By better un-
derstanding not only the default tech-
nologies themselves, but also the
circumstances under which they occur,
"we might eventually do away with both"
(Iwata, 1988, p. 156).
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